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Abstract 
The aim of this paper to present some findings on the construct of glass ceiling in organizations and its role in driving women 
professionals in Malaysia to venture into business as entrepreneurs. The researcher used the qualitative method known as 
‘phenomenology” to explore the phenomenon of glass ceiling. The concept was said to be created by Western academics in the 
1970s to describe a situation where women professionals found barriers in progressing in the organizational hierarchy in 
generally all types of organizations whether firms or governmental organizations. For many women professionals especially in 
the West, the lack of promotional opportunities in the corporate world had driven them to involve in businesses. This paper 
wanted to determine whether this situation had driven women professionals in Malaysia to venture into business. The samples 
were women professionals in the legal firms. Interviews were conducted with 20 women professionals. It was found that 6 
professionals had set up their own legal firms while 14 had set up their business firms not connected to the legal business. In 
terms of performance, their firms were observed to be doing well exceeding the three-year gestation period. Generally bankers 
believe that if a start-up firm can survive the first three years of its establishment, then it is on its way to become successful in 
whatever business it is in. The average length of the businesses that the Malaysian women professionals were involved in was 
five years. This is an indication that the said women professionals had successfully transformed themselves into entrepreneurs. It 
can be said that the glass ceiling phenomenon has a positive effect in this regard as it had spurred the creation of women 
entrepreneurs among the legal professionals. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Women entrepreneurs can come from at least two sources – the nonprofessionals (with or without high school 
qualifications) and the professionals (those with degrees or professional qualifications)(Ahl, 2006). This paper 
focuses on women entrepreneurs who were former legal professionals in the corporate world. Careers in 
organizations have long been seen as male-dominated domains, designated by some as ‘man’s world’ (Steele, James 
& Barnett, 2002). In terms of executive and managerial recruitment, between the early 1900s to late 1980s, the 
employers had focused mainly on the intellectual quotient (IQ) represented by employees’ academic degrees. 
However, in 1990s, many employers felt that the employees’ IQ was an insufficient determinant of their work 
competency. They needed something more from the employees. Ideas on emotional quotient (EQ) or emotional 
intelligence began to seep in (see Gadar & Yeop Yunus, 2009; Gardner, 1985; Goleman, 1995; Salovey, Mayer & 
Caruso, 2004). Employee recruitment and promotion become more rigid. In a man’s world, man managers and 
executives were affected by this development. But it would probably affect women managers and executives more. 
Over time, women had moved into and had been accepted into various careers worldwide (Phillips & Imhoff, 1997). 
However, many women had found it difficult to progress beyond certain levels to senior or top management even 
though their qualifications and experiences are on par with their male colleagues (Eagly, 2007; Oakley, 2000; 
Phillips & Imhoff, 1997). This phenomenon affecting the women managers and executives is now widely known as 
“glass ceiling”. The aim of this paper is to explore the phenomenon of “glass ceiling” among the women corporate 
legal practitioners or lawyers in Malaysia and which subsequently drives them to become entrepreneurs. 
1.1. Entrepreneurship and Women Entrepreneurship 
Entrepreneurship has been defined by researchers in several ways (Orhan & Scott, 2001). But it is not a person. It 
is the capacity and willingness (of a person) to develop, organize and manage a business venture along with any risk 
in order to make a profit (Brewer, 1992). The most obvious example of entrepreneurship is the starting of new 
businesses. In economics, entrepreneurship combined with land, labor, natural resources and capital can produce 
profit (Shane, 2003). Entrepreneurial spirit is characterized by innovation and risk-taking. It is an essential part of a 
nation’s ability to succeed in an ever changing competitive global marketplace. The person undertaking all these 
risks is called an entrepreneur. The person can be a man or a woman. 
By tradition, businesses had always been dominated by men. But the last ten years (1997 – 2007) the term 
‘women entrepreneurship’ has grown to connote the rising numbers of women who ventured into businesses around 
the globe (Bernard & Victor, 2013; Cuervo, Ribeiro & Roing, 2007; Mattis, 2004; Tambunan, 2009). The rising 
interest in women entrepreneurship is also of importance to developing nations (Ahl, 2006; Gungaphul, 2010; 
Parvin, Jinrong & Rahman, 2012; Shepherd, Douglas & Shanley, 2000; Zahra, 2013). 
1.2. The Notion of Glass Ceiling and Gender Inequality 
The ‘glass ceiling’ is a term coined in the 1970s by Wall Street Journal to describe the invisible, artificial barriers 
created by attitudinal and institutional prejudices that prevent qualified individuals from advancing within their 
organizations and reaching their full potential (Mattis, 2004; Moore, 1997; Stith, 1996). This involves women and 
minorities from rising to management positions in corporations and organizations (Mattis, 2004). Mattis’s (2004) 
study, for example, found that many women corporate managers left the corporate world to venture into businesses 
because of the glass ceiling factor. Moore (1997) also found that the failure of more women (and minorities) to 
crack the upper levels of corporate management is said to be due to the ‘glass ceiling’ phenomenon. 
The notion of glass ceiling is said to be closely related to a country’s gender inequality (Ahl, 2004). The latter 
term refers to the differences of treatment between man and woman employees by employers. The United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) had in 2010 created a ‘Gender Inequality Index’ (GII). The GII refers to a new 
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index for measurement of gender disparity. According to UNDP (2010), this index is a composite measure which 
captures the loss of achievement, within a country, due to gender inequality. It indicates the disadvantages faced by 
women as they were discriminated against in health, education and in the labor market (see Table 1 for extracted GII 
as at 2012)(UNDP 2014). Generally in terms of GII, the Western countries seem to perform better compared to Arab 
and Asian countries. The high ranking of GII means that in a particular country, the gender inequality between male 
and female is high. This would probably be reflected in the existence of the glass ceiling phenomenon in 
organizations in that country. But some countries with high GII scores would contest this claim. For example India 
has a rank of 132 in the GII study. For a long time, women in India had access to professions such as medicine, 
teaching and politics and had held responsible leadership positions (Nath, 2000). But women professionals in 
Malaysia would argue on India’s contentions. Malaysia has a low score on the GII’s study and this would mean the 
gender inequality in Malaysia is low. But Lai, Singaravello, Chew and Mohamed’ study (2014) would emphasize 
that the gender inequality in Malaysian organizations does happen. But some scholars mentioned that these official 
indices should be carefully scrutinized rather than be accepted on face value (Bardan & Klassen, 1999; Ferrant, 
2010; Permanyer, 2011; Phillips, Pullen & Rhodes, 2014). 
 
Table 1 UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index 2012 (extracted version, Source: UNDP 2014 Report) 
 
No. Country Rank Remark 
1 Netherlands 1 West 
2 Sweden 2 West 
3 Switzerland 3 West 
4 Denmark 3 West 
5 Norway 5 West 
6 Finland 6 West 
7 Germany 6 West 
8 France  9 West 
9 Iceland 10 West 
10 Italy 11 West 
11 Singapore 13 Asia 
12 Japan 21 Asia 
13 Libya 36 Arab 
14 United Arab Emirates 40 Arab 
15 Malaysia 42 Asia 
16 USA 42 West 
17 Bahrain 45 Arab 
18 Tunisia 46 Arab 
19 Kuwait 47 Arab 
20 Oman 59 Arab 
21 Thailand 66 Asia 
22 Turkey 68 Arab 
23 Philippines 77 Asia 
24 Cambodia 96 Asia 
25 Jordan 99 Arab 
26 Laos 100 Asia 
27 Indonesia 106 Asia 
28 Iran 107 Arab 
29 Bangladesh 111 Asia 
30 Qatar 117 Arab 
31 Syria 118 Arab 
32 Iraq 120 Arab 
33 Pakistan 123 Asia 
34 Egypt 126 Arab 
35 India 132 Asia 
36 Saudi Arabia 145 Arab 
37 Yemen 148 Arab 
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1.3. The Glass Ceiling in Corporate Malaysia 
Malaysia is a developing country located in South-East Asia. Based the UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index, in 
2012 Malaysia was ranked at 42 (Table 1). This means that Malaysia is in the lower end of the gender disparity 
position. By logic, the ‘glass ceiling’ phenomenon should be low in Malaysia. But researchers have found that ‘glass 
ceiling’ phenomenon is quite rampant in Malaysia (Fernandez, 2009; Raman, Anantharaman & Jayasingam, 2008; 
Subramaniam & Arumugam, 2013; Zainal Abidin, Abdul Rashid & Jusoff, 2009; Zainal Abdin, Penafort & Jusoff, 
2008). 
1.4. The Glass Ceiling in Malaysia’s Legal Professions 
There was not much academic research on women career or barriers to women progression (namely glass ceiling) 
being done in the Malaysian context (Dimovski, Skerlavaj & Man, 2010).  However, one significant pioneering 
survey study entitled “51% - Is it a Level Playing Field?” was completed recently by Lai, Singaravello, Chew and 
Mohamed (2014). It was considered Malaysia’s first baseline study on the working conditions of male and female 
lawyers in Kuala and Selangor areas in Malaysia and it covered a sample of 9,631 male and female lawyers (Koshy, 
2014). It had highlighted that although Malaysia’s legal profession comprised 51 percent women and 49 percent 
men registered lawyers, few women lawyers were at the leadership positions. There were no clear reasons why this 
situation happens even though it was speculated that this was due to some discriminatory practices by the employing 
legal firms (Koshy, 2014). 
1.5. The Links between Glass Ceiling in Malaysia’s Legal Professions and Women Entrepreneurship 
This section details out the guiding conceptual work which was adapted from Timney’s (2011) conceptual 

























Fig. 1 The Guiding conceptual framework for the study (adapted from Timney, 2011) 
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2. Methodology 
Currently there are several versions of the phenomenological research design (Creswell, 2009). But there is no 
one best design; each has its own strength and weaknesses (Zahavi, 2003). Appelbaum, Asham and Argheyd (2011) 
argue that a qualitative method is one good way of exploring a phenomenon which is uncertain. One of the 
qualitative methods is phenomenology. According to Zahavi (2003), phenomenology is the philosophical study of 
the structures of experience and consciousness. He added that there is no one way of conducting a 
phenomenological research. After evaluating various phenomenological design, the researcher believed that the 
design suggested by Groenewald (2004) was most suitable to achieve his research objective, which was to determine 
whether the ‘glass ceiling’ construct was the prime driver for the study subjects to venture into business or to 
become entrepreneurs. The subjects were former lawyers who used to work for corporate legal firms. 
Phenomenological interviews were conducted on twenty women legal professionals using the methods created by 
Hycner (1999)(also used by Groenewald, 2004). The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed. The data 
analysis part (labeled as the explicitation process by Hycner, 1999) has five steps: 1) bracketing and 
phenomenological reduction; 2) delineating units of meaning; 3) clustering of units of meaning to form themes; 4) 
summarizing each interview, validating it and where necessary modifying it and 5) extracting general and unique 
themes from all the interviews and making a composite summary (p.17). 
3. Results 
The results of the study would be shown in three parts: 1) the background of the women lawyers; 2) the reasons 
for them to leave their employers; 3) their current businesses and performances. 
3.1. The Background of the Women Lawyers 
It was found that from the 20 lawyers, half were trained in the United Kingdom (UK) and half were locally 
trained; they were in the mid 30s to 40 age group and they were all married (Table 2). In terms of ethnic group, 10 
were Malays, 5 were Chinese and 5 were Indians. 
 
Table 2  The Background Profiles of the Women Lawyers 
No. Place of Training Marital Status Ethnic Group Number of Years with Corporate Employer 
1 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
2 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
3 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
4 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
5 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
6 Malaysia Married Malay 5 years 
7 Malaysia Married Malay 6 years 
8 United Kingdom Married Malay 6 years 
9 United Kingdom Married Malay 6 years 
10 United Kindom Married Malay 5 years 
11 United Kingdom Married Chinese 10 years 
12 United Kindom Married Chinese 10 years 
13 United Kingdom Married Chinese 10 years 
14 Malaysia Married Chinese 9 years 
15 Malaysia Married Chinese 9 years 
16 Malaysia Married Indian 5 years 
17 Malaysia Married Indian 5 years 
18 Malaysia Married Indian 6 years 
19 United Kingdom Married Indian 10 years 
20 United Kingdom Married Indian 10 years 
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3.2. Reasons for Leaving Their Corporate Employers 
The main questions asked to the interviewees (women lawyers): 1) Why did you leave your employer? 2) What 
was your plan after you left your employer? It was found that from the 20 lawyers who were interviewed, they all 
agreed that the glass ceiling factor or the discriminatory employment practices was the main driver for them to leave 
their employers and subsequently drove them to venture into business (Table 3). All of them commented that the 
Malaysian Bar Council was helpful in terms organizing relevant business courses to prepare them to undertake their 
chosen businesses. 
 
Table 3  Reasons for Leaving Their Employers and Their Future Plans 
No. The Interviewees Reasons for Leaving Employer (Themes) Future Plan Source of Business Assistance 
1 6 Interviewees Discriminatory 
practices 
Set up own legal 
firms 
Malaysian Bar Council 
2 14 interviewees Glass ceiling reasons Set up own 
businesses 
Malaysian Bar Council 
3.3. The Current Businesses Involved In by the Women Lawyers and their Performance 
It was found that from the 20 women lawyers who had participated in the study, six had set up their own legal 
firms while the other 14 lawyers had established various businesses which were not related to the legal profession 
(Table 4). From the 14 lawyers, ten had set up manufacturing businesses around Malaysia while four lawyers had 
ventured into the service sector. In terms of their firm performance using the three-year gestation period as the 
benchmark, it can be said that all of the firms concerned had surpassed the standard as they had been operating on 
average of six years each (Bernard & Victor, 2013; Carter, Gartner & Reynolds, 1996; Delmar & Shane, 2004; 
Pena, 2002). Their firm performances could be considered good and had the potential to be successful. 
 
Table 4  The Current Businesses of the Women Lawyers and their Performances (all these locations are in West Malaysia) 




Performance Performance Benchmark 
1 Small legal firm Kuala Lumpur* 5 Good 3-year gestation 
2 Small legal firm Kuala Lumpur* 5 Good 3-year gestation 
3 Small legal firm Kuala Lumpur* 5 Good 3-year gestation 
4 Small legal firm Kedah* 5 Good 3-year gestation 
5 Small legal firm Perak* 5 Good 3-year gestation 
6 Small legal firm Malacca* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
7 Manufacturing firm Malacca* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
8 Manufacturing firm Malacca* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
9 Manufacturing firm Johor* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
10 Manufacturing firm Johor* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
11 Manufacturing firm Johor* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
12 Manufacturing firm Kedah* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
13 Manufacturing firm Kedah* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
14 Manufacturing firm Kedah* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
15 Manufacturing firm Penang* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
16 Manufacturing firm Penang* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
17 Service firm Penang* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
18 Service firm Kuala Lumpur* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
19 Service firm Kuala Lumpur* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
20 Service firm Selangor* 6 Good 3-year gestation 
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4. Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research 
This study has attempted a phenomenological approach to investigate the glass ceiling lived experiences of a 
group of 20 women legal professionals who used to work as lawyers in large firms in Malaysia. The contention was 
they left their employers to become entrepreneurs, whether by setting up their own legal firms or by setting up other 
forms of businesses, for some unbearable reasons. The question was what was the dominant factor which triggered 
them to leave the corporate world? From the study sample, it was found that the ‘glass ceiling’ factor was in fact the 
driving factor or the inspiration that drove them to venture into business. There could be other reasons too. But these 
were considered minor if compared to the glass ceiling factor. The limitation of this study was that it had focused 
only on a small group of women lawyers in Malaysia. In terms of generalizability of the findings, it is not conclusive 
of the state of affairs of women in the Malaysian legal profession in relation to the glass ceiling issue. But that was 
not the objective of the study. The aim of the study was to determine whether the glass ceiling factor was indeed the 
prime driver for women lawyers in Malaysia to venture into their own as entrepreneurs. In that regard, the study had 
shown some indication that the glass ceiling factor was responsible for some women legal professionals to resign 
and start their businesses. This observation was supported by researchers in other countries (Kephart & Schumacher, 
2005). Future research should focus more on determining the magnitude of the glass ceiling factor in the Malaysian 
legal professions and probably other professions. These findings would probably help policy makers to come up 
with suitable assistances to help women professionals wanting to venture into business. 
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